Occurrence of Piscirickettsiosis-like syndrome in tilapia in the continental United States.
From 2001 to 2003, tilapia (Oreochromis sp.) farms in Florida, California, and South Carolina experienced epizootics of a systemic disease causing mortality. The fish exhibited lethargy, occasional exophthalmia, and skin petechia. The gills were often necrotic, with a patchy white and red appearance. Grossly, the spleen and kidneys were granular with whitish irregular nodules throughout. Granulomatous infiltrates were observed in kidney, spleen, testes, and ovary tissues, but not in the liver. The granulomas contained pleomorphic coccoid bacteria, measuring 0.57 +/- 0.1 x 0.8 +/- 0.2 microm, that were Giemsa-positive, acid-fast-negative, and Gram-negative. The bacteria had a double cell wall, variable electron-dense and -lucent areas, and were present in the cytoplasm and within phagolysosomes. The syndrome was associated with cold stress and poor water conditions. These findings are consistent with an infectious process caused by a Piscirickettsia-like bacterium described previously in tilapia in Taiwan and Hawaii. This report involves the first identified cases of a piscirickettsiosis-like syndrome affecting tilapia in the continental United States.